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the Magi by Georg Pencz depicts 
the story of the three wise mén who, 
guided by a bright star, travel from 
atar to worship the baby Jesus. 
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richer in depth and interest, or more powerfully evoc- 






ative than those that believers recite every year at ‘Gad: veil now, yeu all: conceive | — yur v 
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Christmas? Let’s begin by simply letting the stories | bear a son, and you will Ia ve him m Jen sear. ob 





speak for themselves. The quotations used below are 
from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible— 
as are all the scriptural passages cited in this book—and 













and the Lord God will g give to | 


ancestor David.” ee eo : - . .. 


we begin with the Gospel according to Luke, which is “Mary said to the angel, ‘How can his bey: since eI” o hoe 
the version of the story most familiar and celebrated. | am a virgin?’ The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit es 


Luke makes carefully constructed “annunciations,” | will come upon you, and the power of the Most — es 
High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be. . a 
born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. 2 ake Ce) 
Then Mary said, ‘Here I am, the servant of the Se <a : 


Lord; let it be with me according to your wor 





which feature appearances by angels to Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, with an important message: The child 


to be born has a vital role to play, one foretold of in 





the scriptures. As the angel famously says to Mary: 





According to Luke, it was the angel Gabriel who announced to Mary that the child she would bear would be * great” and" - it Sie Ah metas yee a 
be called the Son of the Most High.” The artwork above depicting the scene was created by Fra Angelico in the fifteenth | Tere ee. 
century and appears in the Convent of San Marco in Florence, Italy. es SS sa 
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A BIRTH TO BE CELEBRATED 

Soon follows the vivid birth story itself, which begins 
with Luke’s placing of Mary and Joseph in Bethlehem. 
“While they were there,” Luke reports, “the time came 
for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her 
firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and 
laid him in a manger, because there was no place for 
them in the inn. 

“In that region there were shepherds living in the 
fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then 
an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the 
glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were 
terrified. But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; 
for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for 
all the people: to you is born this day in the city of 
David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This 
will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in 
bands of cloth and lying in a manger. And suddenly 
there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly 
host, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the 
highest heaven, and on earth peace among those 
whom he favors!’ 

“When the angels had left them and gone into 
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FAMOUS ADDITI ONS TO THE STORY 
Other parts of the story are added by Matthew, who 
also has an annunciation, but in this case, the angel 
speaks to Joseph in a dream to assure him that the 
child Mary will bear 1s “from the Holy Spirit. She 
will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he 
will save his people from their sins.” Matthew then 
presents the birth of Jesus as the fulfillment of Isajah’s 
prophecy (7:14), which calls for a woman to “conceive 
and bear a son, and they shall name him Immanuel, 
which means ‘God is with us. ” 
Matthew then brings his own octive vignettes 
the vengeful 
1 King of the 


“wise men to 


to the birth story, including th: 
King 


Herod, who hears of 2 c! 


find Jesus so that he, Herod, in: 
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Soin i was, fee to Be eon ith their newborn 
son and only settle back in Galilee aes the death of 
Herod, when an ane tells Joseph i it is safe to return. 











JOY TO THE WORLD! a es ; 
For those of us who are Christians, it may matter Jee : ee 
the exact story of how Jesus was born—what matters a : oe 
is that he was born. For us, the Christmas season is a Owe 
time of great joy, when we gather together, sing the 
traditional anthems, and give thanks to God for the 
gift He gave to the world in the form of His son, Jesus. 







































Services are routinely held late on Christmas Eve and 
the feeling in the air is one of great expectation, as if 
indeed the birth of Jesus is happening all over again, 
right here in the twenty-first century. Near the end 
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of the service, the parishioners, often with candles 
in hand providing the only light in the darkened 
sanctuary, rise to sing perhaps the holiest of the carols, 
‘Silent Night.” 


| Silent night, holy night! 

| Allis cabn, all ts bright. 

Rowid yon virgin, mother and child. 
| Holy infant so tender and mild. 
Sicep in beavenly peace, 


Sleep in heavenly peace. 


Silent night, holy night! 
Shepherds quake at the sight. 
Glories stream from heaven afar. 
Heavenly hosts sing Alleluia. 
Christ the Savior is born! 

Christ the Savior 1s born. 


Silent night, holy night! oe oF 
Son of God, love’s pure light. al 
Radiant beams from Thy holy face, Be | 
With the dawn of redeeming grace, 
Jesus, Lord at Thy birth, 
Jesus, Lord at Thy birth. 
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PATHS STRAIGHT. 


LUKE 3:4 


preaching, he writes, is as “The voice of one crying 
out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make his paths straight.’” (Luke 3:4) 

The tale of John the Baptist is followed by the com- 
pletion of two critical tasks that needed to be accom- 
plished before Jesus could begin His public ministry. 
The first was a testing period of forty days in the wil- 
derness as Jesus resisted the temptations of Satan. 


CALLING THE DISCIPLES 

After passing the test, Jesus’s next task is to build a 
band of dedicated followers to assist Him in His work. 
These, of course, become the twelve disciples. To follow 
Jesus’s calling, the men had to leave their families, their 
jobs, and their homes. They had to be willing to travel 
from town to town, frequently in hostile and dangerous 
territory, with little or no resources—according to 
Mark, just a staff, a pair of sandals, a single tunic, and 
no bread, no bag, and no money. And the disciples 
answered this call without hesitation. “Immediately 
they left their nets and followed him,” Matthew writes, 
describing Simon Peter and Andrew’s response to 


Jesus’s summons as they were fishing in the Sea of 


Csalilee. 


The waters still flow down the 
Jordan River (right), where Jesus was 
baptized by John the Baptist. People 
today make a pilgrimage to the site 
for baptisms, which take place in its 
calmer portions, like this one. 
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Ther miracle of jesus calming the sea Is recalled in countless works of art, including this one painted on an 
altar in Croatia. The most famous rendition, Rembrandt's Christ in the Storm on the Lake of Galilee, 








5 eS | Spee was tragically stolen in 1990 and remains missing to this day. 
a To our ears, many of the stories of Jesus's miracle great that the boat was being Swamped by the 
: seem strange, even unbelievable, and contrary to waves; but he was asleep. And they went and 


— tanding of the way the world works. But in 
is 's time, such wondrous events were commonly 
ay i .and many of the other prophets and preach- 


Bra a estine e would have shared s similar stories, 
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woke him up, saying, ‘Lord, save us! We are per- 
ishing!’ And he said to them. ‘Why are you afraid, 
you of little faith?’ Then he got up and rebuked the 
winds and the sea; and there was a dead calm. 


They were amazed. Saying, ‘What sort of man is 


this, that even the winds and the sea obey him?”’ 


The next two nature miracles happen consecu- 
tively in both Matthew and Mark. The first involves 


he “feeding of the five thousand” and the sec | 
e second, fol- 
< hicg peas, describes Jesus walking on water 
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Though ¥! Jence qaihered through tne 
centuries tc. inclusive, the Church of the 
Beatitudes (ayo. 2) marks the spot where many 
believe Jesus sooke what are perhaps His most 
famous words: “Blessed are you who are poor, for 
yours is the kingdom of God. 


J 





— = 






“he shared | os eight ack 
he "gpa to at t the t 
lack of opportunity. rrief Ov 
friends and family in repeated conflicts v iT 
presive Roman regime—Jesus’s words, nu ust al 
positively explosive. Matthew’s version is mere piritu- 
al in emphasis; Luke’s is more direct: ‘ x s 

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is t he ee 
kingdom of God. Pos Ce v fee. 

Blessed are you who are hungry now, for j uu hae 
will be filled. a bas ; ce ee "ae 

Blessed are you who weep now, for you will 3 




































laugh. | a 





Blessed are you when people hate you, and © ae i 
when they exclude you, revile you, and defame | = = | 
you on account of the Son of Man. — mass es a = : 

Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely | - 
your reward is great in heaven; for that is what _ ue . 
their ancestors did to the prophets. a 

But woe to you who are rich, for you have on 


received your consolation. (8) ae: 


Woe to you who are full now, for you willbe == 
hungry. ss 


Woe to you who are laughing now, foryouwill = 
mourn and weep. | 

Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that 
is what their ancestors did to the false prophets. == 

But I say to you that listen, Love yourenemies, 8 8 __ 
do good to those who hate you, bless those who : ey : ae 








curse you, pray forthose whoabuseyou.Ifanyone = ~— 
strikes you on the cheek, offerthe otheralso;and 
from anyone who takes away your coat do’ not ke 


withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who - 
begs from you; and if anyoe takes owe vO en 
goods, do not ask for them : age 
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pure in heart, and the peacemakers aren’t typically the 
Beatitudes give hope to those who are | ones the world believes will triumph. How would the 
ey bathe listeners to embrace a new | hungry, poor, oppressed Jews of the time have reacted 
fe . in another apeenage, to this message? 
iepetsoni to enter the in edn A VERY DIFFERENT MESSENGER | 

| you, it is easier fora camel to | And of course, it wasn’t just Jesus’s message that 
aneedle than for someone who | was revolutionary. It was also the way he lived— 

‘The message | associating with tax collectors and prostitutes, | 
| not belong to the | preaching and healing among the Gentiles, sharing 
meals with wh oever wished to join Him. “Many of these 
_ behaviors were thought to bei improper and were even 

considered by — 
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larly when 





Jesus healed strangers upset the expected order 


and would-be enemies as of power when He insisted 
depicted in this painting that the kingdom of heaven 


(Opposite) as He spread His awaited not the powerful, 
message of compassion but the lowly, and He invited 
and inclusivity. Further, He children into that fold. 


disciples, who still held on to traditional thinking 
and were concerned about status and position, are 


constantly confronted by Jesus. 


“People were bringing little children to him in 
order that he might touch them; and the disciples 
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spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, 
he was indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little 
children come to me; do not stop them; for it is 
to such as these that the ki ngdom of God belongs. 
Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the 
kingdom of God as a little child will never enter 
it.’ And he took them in his arms, laid his hands 
on them, and blessed them.” (Mark 10:13-16) 


Imagine the disciples’ response to this event: “The 
kingdom belon gs to the little children? We thought 
it belonged to us!” Ges 
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A man was going down from Jerusalem to 
ic 10, and fell into the hands of robbers, who 
beat him, and went away, leaving 

dead. Now by chance a priest was going 

wr ‘that road; and when he saw him, he passed 
y -on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when 
came to the place and saw him, passed by on 

e other nine: But a Samaritan while trav cling 
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The other familiar parable from Luke is t be 
of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:1 \-32). Again, J fate — 
presents a story that runs counter to expectations. A 
man has two sons. The older son stays : ee 
his father, and obeys all the rules. The younger son a 
takes his inheritance, leaves home, and squanders ec, 
his fortune through all sorts of immoral behavior. — 
Returning in disgrace, the younger son throws 
himself at his father’s feet. “Father, I have sinned 
against heaven and before you; lam no longer worthy 

to be called your son.” Rather than responding with — 
condemnation and judgment, the father answers his 

son’s despair with compassion, ordering that a feast 

be organized to celebrate the return of his wayward 

son. The elder son learns of this celebration and is 
furious. “For all these years I have been working 

like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your 
command; yet you have never given me even a young 

coat so that I might celebrate with my friends. But 
when this son of yours came back, who has devoured 

your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted 

calf for him!” The father’s response is simple: “Son, 

you are always with me, and all that is mine 1s yours. 

But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this 
brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he 
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was lost and has been found.” 

The majority of Jesus’s listeners—and perhaps a 
high percentage of people hearing this story today— 
would probably have identified with the outrage of 











the older brother. The moralism of the day, not to = 
mention typical family custom, called for the younger poo 
son to be condemned and punished. As itis frequently = 
interpreted, is this parable intended to illustrate God's - re. 
forgiveness of human sin? Possibly, but it also s Tves” we ea 
again to illustrate the radically new notion of human ee : 


of God. As reported in Matthew (18:21-22), “Then: oes 
Peter came and said to him, ‘Lord, if an ther mer aber ese 
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this talk of love and forgiveness and healing was not 
the kind of revolution that Jesus's listeners had in 

mind at all. Yes, He sounded a bit like the apocalyptic 
prophets the people were accustomed to hearing: He 
does speak about remaining watchful for the coming of 


God's judgment—several of the Parables are devoted 
Pays says these ebarablac oak to this concept—but this notion of the kingdom being 


mbeDnbls are meant to _ among us, the idea of God being “in charge,” as Wright 
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ENT OF CHANGE 
The teachings of Jesus are a clear call for change: 
unconditional love for all; endless forgiveness, even for 
those who may hate and persecute you; an egalitarian 
society in which all social distinctions are abolished; 
a kingdom of God, here and yet to come, in which 
the power dynamics of the world we know are turned 
upside down; forceful rejection and condemnation 


of the status quo and its hypocrisy; a call for sacrifice 


and discipleship. Jesus 1s by turns loving, passionate, 
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forgiving, critical, and mournful. In the end, it is no 
surprise that these messages, which pose a direct 
challenge to the political and religious authorities, 
would provoke hostility and opposition. The Jewish 
authorities thought He was trying to undermine 
their power and rules; the Romans thought He was 
promoting a revolution. In one sense, they were quite 
wrong. But in another, they were also quite right, 
Jesus came to change it all. 
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et es The Christian presence is still very 
hI eae much in evidence in contemporary 
Jerusalem. This is the dome on 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
believed to be the location where 
Jesus died and was buried. 
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afiim CITIURCHES, APPEARS IN ALL FOUR GOSPELS. 


pears in the Gospel of Mark: 


SNA ae approaching Jerusalem, at 
Beth iiany, near the Mlount of Olives, 


he sent 1s... of his disciples and said to them, ‘Go 
into the village ahead of you, and immediately as 
vou enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has 
never been ridden; untie it and bring it. If anyone 
says to you, “Why are you doing this?” just say 
this, “T he Lord needs it and will send it back here 


immediately.”’ They went away and found a colt 


tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were 
untying it, some of the bystanders said to them, 
‘What are you doing, untying the colt?’ They 
told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed 
them to take it. Then they brought the colt to 
Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on It. 
Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and 
others spread leafy branches they had cut in the 
fields. Then those who went ahead and those who 
followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna! Blessed is the 
one who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed 
is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!’ ” (Mark 11:1—19) 





Jesus's choice to ride into Jerusalem on a donkey 
was consistent with His mission to challenge traditions 
and change the way people thought about the world. 
His birth in a manger, the ideas He expressed in the 
Beatituces, riding on a lowly donkey: ‘These actions 
supported his overall message: The last shall be first; 
the high shall be laid low. 


CONFLICT AT THE TEMPLE 

After his triumphant arrival in Jerusalem, Jesus enters 
the Iemple and engages in His famous conflict with 
the money changers. During the days leading up to 
Passover, thousands of Jewish pilgrims would have 
flocked to Jerusalem to visit the lemple and make a 
ritual sacrifice (typically lamb or occasionally goat, but 
poorer Jews often made do with doves). Frequently 
pilgrims had to purchase their sacrificial animal in 
the ‘Temple complex itself. The money-changers were 
needed to convert all currency to shekels, the only 
form of payment accepted in the Temple. 

Jesus drove the money changers out of the temple, 
saying It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house 
of prayer’; but you are making it a den of robbers.” 
(Matthew 21:13) 

It's clear that Jesus's actions would have angered 
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Into the villuge ahead of you, and immediately as 
you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has 
never been ridden; untie it and bring it. If anyone 
says to you, “Why are you doing this?” just say 
this, “IT he Lord needs it and will send it back here 
immediately.”’ They went away and found a colt 
tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were 
untying it, some of the bystanders said to them, 
‘What are you doing, untying the colt?’ They 
told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed 
them to take it. Then they brought the colt to 
Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on It. 
Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and 
others spread leafy branches they had cut in the 
fields. Then those who went ahead and those who 
followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna! Blessed is the 
one who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed 
is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven: ” (Mark 11:1—10) 


riE STORY OF JESUS'S ARRIVAL IN JERUSALEM, 
CELEBRATED ON PALM SUNDAY IN CHRISTIAN 
afitm CHURCHES, APPEARS IN ALL FOUR GOSPELS 











Jesus's choice to ride into Jerusalem on a donkey 
was consistent with His mission to challenge traditions 
and change the way people thought about the world. 
dis birth in a manger, the ideas He expressed in the 
Beatitudes, riding on a lowly donkey: These actions 
supported his overall message: The last shall be first: 
the high shall be laid low. 


CONFLICT AT THE TEMPLE 

After his triumphant arrival in Jerusalem, Jesus enters 
the Temple and engages in His famous conflict with 
the money changers. During the days leading up to 
Passover, thousands of Jewish pilgrims would have 
flocked to Jerusalem to visit the Temple and make a 
ritual sacrifice (typically lamb or occasionally goat, but 
poorer Jews often made do with doves). Frequently 
pilgrims had to purchase their sacrificial animal in 
the Temple complex itself. The money-changers were 
needed to convert all currency to shekels, the only 
form of payment accepted in the Temple. 

Jesus drove the money changers out of the temple, 
saying It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house 
of prayer’; but you are making it a den of robbers.” 
(Matthew 21:13) Wiss 
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_ the Jewish leadership by creating issues between them 
and the Roman authorities. The Romans counted on 
the Jewish leaders to keep their people under control 
and allowed them in exchange to practice their reli- 
gion and collect their fees in whatever way they saw 

_ fit. Many believe that upsetting this delicate balance 
may have led to his crucifixion. 


GE THSEMANE AND JESUS'S ARREST 

The story of Jesus’s long night of grief in the garden 
of Gethsemane is one of the most moving in the New 
Testament. As Matthew tells it: 


“Then Jesus went with them to a place called 
Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, ‘Sit 
here while I go over there and pray. He took 
with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and 
began to be grieved and agitated. Then he said to 
them, ‘I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain 
here, and stay awake with me.’ And going a lit- 
tle farther, he threw himself on the ground and 
prayed, ‘My Father, if it is possible, let this cup 
pass from me; yet not what | want but what you 
want. Then he came to the disciples and found 
them sleeping; and he said to Peter, ‘So, could 
you not stay awake with me one hour? Stay awake 
and pray that you may not come into the time of 
trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.’ Again he went away for the second ume 
and prayed, ‘My Father, if this cannot pass unless 
I drink it, your will be done.’ Again he came and 
found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. 
So leaving them again, he went away and prayed 
for the third time, saying the same words. ‘Then 
he came to the disciples and said to them, ‘Are 
you still sleeping and taking your rest? See the 
hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed 
ae . into the hands of sinners. Get up, let us be going. 
ae 28 : Bee my pervert is at hand.’ ” (26: 36-46) 







Sea esuss arrest. Th ose who come to take Him in clude 
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This is the garden of 
Gesthemane today. Might a 
scene like this have been the 
same one that Jesus gazed 
upon on the night before His 
arrest and crucifixion? Many 
Christians believe So. 














THE LAST SUPPEF 


There are similar accounts of the [ast Supper in all of 


the Gospels, but only Luke included the words, “Do this 
in remembrance of me.” the idea that has become the 
basis of the act of Communion in ¢ hristian churches 


While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of 
bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it to the 
disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body? Then 
he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to 
them, saying, Drink from it, all of you; for this is 
my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for 
many for the forgiveness of sins. [ tell you, I will 
never again drink of this fruit of the vine until that 
day when I drink it new with you in my Father's 
kingdom. (Matthew 26:26-29) 


Today, the Communion ritual is administered in a 
variety of ways in different Christian churches: Some 
incorporate wine, others grape juice; some use special 
Communion wafers, others bread. In some churches, 

the elements are passed around while the congregation 

stay seated, and in others, worshippers leave their 
seats and line up to receive Communion. The person 
- administering communion typically repeats the words 


“The blood of Christ” and "The body of Christ" as each 
_ worshipper receives the wine and bread. 
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This mosaic (above) by Giaco ny Rajfae' 

Leonardo da Vinci's Painting o the Lasi s- 

(C. 1494-98), one of the most famous in he 4 
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Despite the differences, the 
the same: Through Comm i‘ 
the life, death, and resurre 
symbolic Way, Participate in 
the bread and wine. The 
question, : 


Meaning of the ritual is 
union, Christians remember 
ction of Christ and, ina 


« It. Jesus is Present in 
althf know this without 





DOlice. 1.) _ it:ties Jesus with a kiss (except for in 
the book or i uke. where Jesus refuses the kiss)—and 
the arresting authorities quickly move in. There is a 
struggle, during which Simon Peter injures a servant 
of the high priest. Jesus heals the servant, calls for an 
end to the violence, and calmly allows himself to be 
taken away. 

After Jesus's arrest comes the story of Peter's deni- 
al—a story anyone who has failed to live up to their ide- 
als or betrayed a friend in some way can relate to. Jesus 
had said to Peter earlier in the evening, “... this very 
night, before the rooster crows, you will disown me 
three times.” (Matthew 26:34) Despite Peter's assur- 
ances that he would stand by Jesus no matter what, the 


; > 4 NA ' i 4 * r i 
prediction came true. Here ts Matthew’s version: 


“Now Peter was sitting outside in the courtyard. A 
servant-girl came to him and said, ‘You also were 
with Jesus the Galilean.’ But he denied it before 
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Initaly's Sacred Mountain pt 
Varallo, more than 860 life-size 
Statues made trom Wood and terra- 
cotta populate varias chapels 

las li leatesl Cem UaleMli(-. Ysler dake late 
resurrection of Christ. this one 
depicting His capture and arrest 


all of them, saying, ‘I do not know what you are 
talking about.’ When he went out to the porch, 
another servant-girl saw him, and she said to the 
bystanders, ‘This man was with Jesus of Naza- 
reth.’ Again he denied it with an oath, ‘I do not 
know the man.’ After a little while the bystanders 
came up and said to Peter, ‘Certainly you are also 
one of them, for your accent betrays you. Then 
he began to curse, and he swore an oath. ‘I do not 
know the man!’ At that moment the cock crowed. 
Then Peter remembered what Jesus had said: 
‘Before the cock crows, you will deny me three 
umes.’ And he went out and wept bitterly.” (Mat- 
thew 26:69-75) 


THE TRIAL 
After His arrest, Jesus was delivered to Pontius Pilate, 
the leader of Judea. When Pilate asks the Jewish offi- 


cials what Jesus has done to deserve His arrest, they 
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The birth of Jesus produced some 
al the most familiar and beloved stories 
in the history of Christianity. 
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ative than those that believers recite every year at 


Christmas? Let’s begin by simply letting the stories 
speak for themselves. The quotations used below are 
from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible— 
as are all the scriptural passages cited in this book—and 
we begin with the Gospel according to Luke, which ts 
the version of the story most familiar and celebrated. 


bt 


Luke makes carefully constructed “annunciations, 
which feature appearances by angels to Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, with an important message: The child 
to be born has a vital role to play, one foretold of in 


the scriptures. As the angel famously says to Mary: 
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richer in depth and interest, or more powerfully evoc- 





' STORY OF JESUS'S LIFE BEGINS, AS EVERY 
LIFE MUST. WITH HIS BIRTH. HAVE THERE BEEI 
J. HISTORY MORE SOULFUL, 





“Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with 
God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and 
bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be 
great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, 
and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his 


17 


ancestor David. 
“Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I 
Mary said to the angel, How can ¢ 

am a virgin?’ The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit 

will come upon you, and the power of the Most 

High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be 

born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.... 


Then Mary said, ‘Here I am, the servant of the 


. . | Tern 1. 
Lord; let it be with me according to your word. 
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s = According to Luke, it was the angel Gabriel who announced to Mary that the child she would bear would be “great” and “will 
be called the Son of the Most High.” The artwork above depicting the scene was created by Fra Angelico in the filteenth 


= _____ €@ntury and appears in the Convent of San Marco in Florence, Italy 
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| their journey, find the child, offer Him gifts, and 
then, learning of Herod’s bad intentions in a dream, 
foil Herod's plan to find and possibly harm the child. 
Joseph and Mary flee to Egypt with their newborn 
son and only settle back in Galilee after the death of 
Herod, when an angel tells Joseph it is safe to return. 


JOY TO THE WORLD! 

For those of us who are Christians, it may matter less 
the exact story of how Jesus was born—what matters 
is that he was born. For us, the Christmas season is a 
time of great joy, when we gather together, sing the 
traditional anthems, and give thanks to God for the 
gift He gave to the world in the form of His son, Jesus. 
Services are routinely held late on Christmas Eve and 
the feeling in the air is one of great expectation, as if 
indeed the birth of Jesus is happening all over again, 
right here in the twenty-first century. Near the end 
of the service, the parishioners, often with candles 
in hand providing the only light in the darkened 
sanctuary, rise to sing perhaps the holiest of the carols, 


“Silent Night.” 


| Silent night, holy night! 
All 1s calm, all is bright. 
Round yon virgin, mother and child. 
Holy infant so tender and mild. 
Sleep in heavenly peace, 


Sleep in heavenly peace. 


Silent night, holy night! 
Shepherds quake at the sight. 
Glories stream from heaven afar. 
Heavenly hosts sing Alleluia. 
Christ the Savior is born! 

Christ the Savior is born. 


Silent night, holy night! 

Son of God, love’s pure light. 
Radiant beams from Thy holy face, 
With the dawn of redeeming grace, 
Jesus, Lord at Thy birth, 

Jesus, Lord at Thy birth. 
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- THEH rAL l ING] POWER OF FAITH 
a Jesus Gemonstrates his ability to heal many different 
oll nesses right from the: very beginning of His ministry. 
— Nine amazing examples of people he healed are 
a _mentioned i in at least two of the Gospels: 


ea Peter's mother-in-law, who is suffering from a high 
fever; : 
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¢a man who Bas leprosy (though it should be noted 

that, in Jesus’s time, “leprosy” referred to any number 

of skin diseases, including psoriasis); 

¢a centurion’s servant who is “close to death” (Luke 

7:2), even though the soldier is not a Jew and represents 

the hated Roman regime; 

¢a paralyzed man, who has to be lowered through the 

roof of the home where Jesus is teaching in order to get 

past the impenetrable crowds; 

¢a man with a “withered hand,” which Jesus restores 
in the synagogue and on the Sabbath (an event the 

Gospel writers present as appalling to the Pharisees, 

who viewed such acts as forbidden by Jewish law); 

¢ the daughter of Jairus, a leader of the local synagogue, 

who had appeared to be dead; 

¢a woman who had a blood condition that caused her 

to dangerously hemmorhage; 

¢the daughter of a Phoenician woman who, like the 

centurion mentioned above, is not a Jew; 

¢a blind man, whose sight was restored by Jesus (in 

Matthew’s version, Jesus restores the sight of two men). 


Jesus often preached near the Sea of Galilee 
(opposite) and He and His disciples frequently 
crisscrossed its waters from one shore to another. 
In at least one instance, the crowds onshore grew 
so large that He was forced to cast off into the 
lake and preach from there. 








MATTHEW 21:21 





“Jesus emphasizes the faith of each person as the 
critical component in their healing. Luke's account of 
the healing of the woman with the blood condition 1s 


a good example: 


“Nlow there was a woman who had been 
suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years; and 


though she had spent all she had on physicians, 


no one could cure her. She came up behind 
him and touched the fringe of his clothes, and 
immediately her hemorrhage stopped. Then 
Jesus asked, ‘Who touched me?’ When all denied 
it, Peter said, ‘Master, the crowds surround you 
and press in on you.’ But Jesus said, “Someone 
touched me; for I noticed that power had gone 
out from me.’ When the woman saw that she 
could not remain hidden, she came trembling; 
and falling down before him, she declared in the 
presence of all the people why she had touched 
him, and how she had been immediately healed. 
He said to her, ‘Daughter, your faith has made 
you well; go in peace.’” (Luke 8:43-48) 


Bible scholars have pointed to the specific details 
contained in these healing stories as strong evidence 
that they are based on actual events. While the nature 
miracles feel more symbolic, the healing stories read 
more like factual reports, with specific locations, 
specific individuals (some of them identified by name), 
and very specific details about the circumstances 
of the healing. Something real seems to have taken 
place. Healings were not uncommon; they are not 
uncommon today. Even the medical establishment has 
had to acknowledge that there are numerous cases in 
which people with serious illnesses, even with cancer, 
have miraculously been cured. 


| PoE yOu Ir YOU HAVE FAITH 
oe eo NOT POUBL..IT WILL BE DONE. 


‘pas 


To our ears, many of the stories of Jesus's miracle 
seem Strange, even unbelievable, and contrary to 

our understanding of the way the world works. But in 
Jesus's time, such wondrous events were commonly 
reported, and many of the other prophets and preach- 
ers in Palestine would have shared similar stories. 

The so-called “nature miracles” are especially 
difficult to understand. There are five that appear in at 
least two of the Gospels. 

The first, described in the Gospel of Matthew, | is 
when Jesus calms a stormy sea~and the fears of the 
disciples: 


aS when Ae pti nto the boat, his disciples 
followed him.. A \ windstorm a arose on thes sea, SQ 
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The miracte of jesus calming the sea is recalled in Necuntlecs works of art, 
altar in Croatia. The most famous rendition, Rembrandt's Christ in the 


was tragically stolen in 1990 and remains missing to this day. 
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of the day. In many cases, He speaks very li- 
‘in others, He communicates through apho- 
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important ¢ 
| ries known as s parables to convey His teac chin gs. Many 


fe 


s—short, clever phrases that simply express an. 
t concept; and in others, He uses vivid sto- 
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HE INSPIRING DEEDS OF JESUS ea oF TEN 
ACCOMPANIED BY SAYING 
THAT CHALLENGE THE 





scholar helisve Jesus ea ein parables s so frequently 


because they invite discussion. encourage interpre- 


tation, and ask every listener to find some me aning 


in them. Because of this. the parables have been in- 
terpreted in many different Ways over the centuries. 





AN IMPORTANT MESSAGE OF HOPE 

Both Matthew and Luke recall Jesus’s public teach- 
ings starting with the Sermon on the Mount, where 
he shared the eight blessings known as the Beatitudes. 
Jesus’s words are moving even in our age. But to those 
he spoke to at the time—people who suffered from 
lack of opportunity, poverty and grief over the loss of 
friends and family in repeated conflicts with the op- 
presive Roman regime—Jesus’s words must have been 


SY 


F positively explosive. Matthew's version is more spiritu- 
i Maa: : al in emphasis; Luke’s is more direct: 
Si Lees”: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the 
: kingdom of God. 

Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you 
will be filled. 

Blessed are you who weep now, for you will 
laugh, 

Blessed are you when people hate you, and 
when they exclude you, revile you, and defame 
you on account of the Son of Man. 

Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely 
your reward is great in heaven; for that is what 
their ancestors did to the prophets. 

But woe to you who are rich, for you have 
received your consolation. 

Woe to you who are full now, for you will be 
hungry. 


Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will 





e Though the evidence gathered through the 

a centuries is not conclusive, the Church of the 
a Beatitudes (above) marks the spot where many 
. believe Jesus spoke what are perhaps His most Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that 
famous words: “Blessed are you who are poor, for 
yours is the kingdom of God.’ 


mourn and weep. 


is what their ancestors did to the false prophets. 
But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, 
do good to those who hate you, bless those who 


oe 8 VO) Se TO) CYTH E R S curse you, pray for those who abuse you. Ifanyone 

a ee strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and 
Se AS NOW WASTES, from anyone who takes away your coat do not 
— = . \ ] E THE M withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who 


aS << 5 2, begs from you; and if anyone takes away your 
1)... BN YOU ; goods, do not ask for them again. Do to others as 


| ES LUKE 6:31 : you would have them do to you.” (Luke 6:20-31) 
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: A NEW WAY OF THINKING AND ACTING 


| Even as the Beatitudes give hope to those who are 


suffering, they challenge listeners to embrace a new 
| way of thinking and behaving. In another passage, 
Matthew 19:23-24, Jesus says, “Iruly I tell you, it 


will be hard for a rich person to enter the kingdom 
a of heaven. ee I tell you, it is easier for a camel to 
Sen go through the eye of a needle than for someone who 
is clear: The kingdom of God will not belong to the 
ones who seem to have all the money and powel er. 
in this world. Matthew's version of the Beatitudes _ 
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5:3-11) confirms this notion, adding the following to 








| 


i 


—— i i ae ae a 


pure in heart, and the peacemakers are 
ones the world believes will triumph 


hungry, poor, oppressed Jews of the time have 
to this message? SON EaS 


; Ui reer 









a cs 
! sao i = 
ia | LN 
a : &, 
. & hr Li a 5 
. ‘saat Mis = 
a_i 4, 4 ‘ 
= | 1 
" { a 





oa! 





hs a 





ee i 


me 


x collect ctor rs and | “prostitutes, 
among the G tiles, sharing 
Many of these 


) id ¢ improper and were even 
con: si sel ee he Bhinscd to be contrary to Jewish 


law, particularly when they took place on the Sabbath. 
Jesus offered teachings and parables i in 


| response to all 
the e objections; 
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Jesus healed strangers upset the expected order 
and would-be enemies as of power when He insisted 
depicted in this painting that the kingdom of heaven 
(Opposite) as He spread His awaited not the powerful, 
message of compassion but the lowly, and He invited 
and inclusivity. Further, He children into that fold. 


disciples, who still held on to traditional thinking 
and were concerned about status and position, are 


constantly confronted by Jesus, 


“People were bringing little children to him in 
order that he might touch them; and the disciples 
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spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, 
he was indignant and said to them, “Let the little 
children come to me; do not stop them; for it is 
to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. 
Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the 
kingdom of God as a little child will never enter 
it.. And he took them in his arms, laid his hands 
on them, and blessed them.” (Mark 10:13—16) 


Imagine the disciples’ response to this event: “The 
kingdom belongs to the little children? We thought 


it belonged to us!” 
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The single most important concept to grasp among all 
of Jesus's teachings is His understanding of the king- 
dom of God. From the very beginning of His ministry, 
Jesus proclaims that the kingdom is already here, but 
also as something yet to come. Many of the parables 
specifically address the coming of the Kingdom. In 
other cases, the kingdom is not mentioned at all, but 


Jesus uses language to suggest what the coming of the 


kingdom should mean. N. T. Wright, the author of Sim-. 
ply Jesus (HarperCollins, 2011), says these parables—as 
well as Jesus's actions and behaviors—are meant to 

give us a picture of what life in the kingdom will be like: 


They are saying: ‘Don’t be surprised, but 
this is what it looks like when God's in charge... 
God was fixing things, mending things, mending 


people, making new life happen. This was the new 


world in which the promises were coming true, 


in which new Creation was happening, in which 


a real ‘return from exile’ was taking place in the = 


hearts and minds and lives both of notorious sin= _ al 


ners and of people Ic oN eripeles w disease,” 


Of course this kingdom was not the one ‘oeenle 


expected. The Jewish people of Jesus’ s time expected ‘ : 
nat ee! would return W rom, exile aby miheys and pal x 
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= the Kingdom of 
mem (God to the tiny 
mustard seed 
S53 (above)— very 
Sa.. familiar to His first- 
ee century audience— 
| which matures 

| into the hardy 

| mustard plant. 


ical means—by defeating and banishing the Romans. 
allowing them to reestablish an independent Jewish 
State, run by reliably righteous Jewish leadership. All 
this talk of love and forgiveness and healing was not 
the kind of revolution that Jesus's listeners had in 
mind at all. Yes, He sounded a bit like the apocalyptic 
prophets the people were accustomed to hearing: He : 
does speak about remaining watchful for the coming Ss . iS 
God's judgment—several of the parables are devoted : 
to this concept—but this notion of the kingdom in 
among us, the idea of God being “in charge,” as re 
describes it, was difficult for people to und stand. oe = 
But the parables provide some clues. In Maths of oS a 
(13:31-32), Jesus offers this: “The kingdomofheavenis 
ke a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his a =a 
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Jesus came to embody the idea of 
unconditional love. Statues erected in 
His honor, like the famous Christ the 
Redeemer monument in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil, and this similar one it inspired, 
Christ the King, that embraces the city of 
Lisbon, Portugal, serve as a reminder 

of His messages Of peace. : 


rr, 
7 a 
a * + 
Ay . 


_AGENT OF CHANGE 
The teachings of Jesus are a clear call for change: 
unconditional love for all; endless forgiveness, even for 
those who may hate and persecute you; an egalitarian 
society in which all social distinctions are abolished; 


mf a kingdom of God, here and yet to come, in which 


the power dynamics of the world we know are turned 


: oe ce upside down; forceful rejection and condemnation 


of the status quo and its hypocrisy; a call for sacrifice 


oes and discipleship. Jesus is by turns loving, passionate, 


forgiving, critical, and mournful. In the end, it is no 
surprise that these messages, which pose a direct 
challenge to the political and religious authorities, 
would provoke hostility and opposition. The Jewish 
authorities thought He was trying to undermine 
their power and rules; the Romans thought He was 
promoting a revolution. In one sense, they were quite 
wrong. But in another, they were also quite right. 


Jesus came to change it all. 











‘The Christian presence is still very 
much in evidence in contemporary 
Jerusalem. This is the dome on 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
believed to be the location where 
Jesus died and was buried, 
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- Here's the version that appears in the Gospel of Mark: 


approaching Jerusalem, at 
Bethpage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, 
he sent two of his disciples and said to them, ‘Go 
into the village ahead of you, and immediately as 


you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has 


never been ridden; untie it and bring it. If anyone 


says to you, “Why are you doing this?” just say 


this, “The Lord needs it and will send it back here 
immediately.”’ They went away and found a colt 
tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were 


untying it, some of the bystanders said to them, 


‘What are you doing, untying the colt?’ They 


. told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed 


them to take it. Then they brought the colt to 


_ Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on It. 
-___ Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and 
— others spread leafy branches they had cut in the 


— i fields. Then those who went ahead and those who 





ae followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna! Blessed is the 


——_— i one who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed 
- _is the coming kingdom of our ancestor mae 
* eS Hosanna in the highest heaven!’ ” (Mark 11:1-10) 






HE STORY OF JESUS'S ARRIVAL IN JERUSALEM, 
CELEBRATED ON PALM SUNDAY IN CHRISTIAN 
CHURCHES, APPEARS IN ALL 













FOUR GOSPELS. 


Jesus's choice to ride into Jerusalem on a donkey 
was consistent with His mission to challenge traditions 
and change the way people thought about the world. 
Elis birth in a manger, the ideas He expressed in the 
Beatitudes, riding on a lowly donkey: These actions 
supported his overall message: The last shall be first; 
the high shall be laid low. 


CONFLICT AT THE TEMPLE 

After his triumphant arrival in Jerusalem, Jesus enters 
the Temple and engages in His famous conflict with 
the money changers. During the days leading up to 
Passover, thousands of Jewish pilgrims would have 
flocked to Jerusalem to visit the Temple and make a 
ritual sacrifice (typically lamb or occasionally goat, but 
poorer Jews often made do with doves). Frequently 
pilgrims had to purchase their sacrificial animal in 
the Iemple complex itself. The money-changers were 
needed to convert all currency to shekels, the only 
form of payment accepted in the Temple. 

Jesus drove the money changers out of the temple, 
saying It is written, 'My house shall be called a house 
of prayer’; but you are making it a den of robbers.” 
(Matthew 21:13) 

It's clear that Jesus's actions would have angered 








i 
eee 





oa e e Jewish leadership by. creating issues between them 
Soe and the Roman authorities. The Romans counted on 
. the Jewish leaders to keep their people under control 


This is the garden of y 
Gesthemane today. Might a 

scene like this have been the 
same one that Jesus gazed 

upon on the night before His 
arrest and crucifixion? Many | 
Christians believe so. 


: ‘ and allowe ed them in exchange to practice their reli- 

oe gion and collect their fees in whatever w ay they saw 

: fit. Many believe that upsetting this delicate balance 
may have led to his crucifixion. 


“s GETHS EMANE AND JESUS'S ARREST 
The story of Jesus’s long night of grief in the garden 
_of Gethsemane is one of the most mov ing in the New 
Testament. As Matthew tells ir. 


“Then Jesus went with them to a place called 
Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, ‘Sit 
here while I go over there and pray. He took 
with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and 
began to be grieved and agitated. Then he said to 
them, ‘I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain 
here, and stay awake with me.’ And going a lit- 
tle farther, he threw himself on the ground and 
prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup 
pass from me; yet not what [ want but what you 
want. [hen he came to the disciples and found 
them sleeping; and he said to Peter, ‘So, could 
you not stay awake with me one hour? Stay awake 
and pray that you may not come into the time of 
trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.’ Again he went away for the second time 
~ and prayed, ‘My Father, if this cannot pass unless 
I drink it, your will be done.’ Again he came and 
found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. 
So Jeaving them again, he went away and prayed 
for the third time, saying the same words. Then 
he came to the disciples and said to them, ‘Are 








ae you still sleeping and taking your rest? See the 

a hour is at hand, and the Son of Man ts betrayed 

aS into the hands of sinners. Get up, let us be going. |. 

= Ne See Tye is 2s hand.’ @ ages! 

ae vt his story is is immediately followed by the account of | 

<< Jesus’ s arrest. ‘Those who come to take Him: ‘inclu de ‘I : 
ae . . S St re Jewish chief} pate ests, seri ribes, ede aad oe eeu = , 








There are similar accounts of the Last Su pper in all of 


the Gospels, but only Luke included the words, “Do this 
in. remembrance of me,” the idea that has become the 
basis of the act of Communion in Christian churches 
today. Here is Matthew's account: 


“While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of 
bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it to the 
disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body? Then 
he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to 
them, saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you; for this is 
my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for 
many for the forgiveness of sins. | tell you, | will 
never again drink of this fruit of the vine until that 
day when I drink it new with you in my Father's 
ebedime (Matthew 26:26-29) 


"Today, the Communion ritual | is administered | ina 
variety of ways in different Christian churches: Some 
incorporate wine, others grape juice; some use special 





the elements are passed around while the Rengteeetton 
sealec Land i in vothert, Geaaper le leave her 
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This mosaic (above) by Giacomo Raffaelli is a copy of 
Leonardo da Vinci's painting of the Last Supper 

(C, 1494-98), one of the most famous in the world 
The disciples are all reacting to the moment when 
Jesus tells them that one of them will betray Him 
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& _ respond vaguely: “If this man were not a criminal, 
Sore would not have 


handed him over to you.” (John 


‘ 18:30) But the crowd that has gathered to watch the 

= proceedings voices another answer when Pilate pres- 
= 1ts Jesus to them: “We have a law,” they say, “and 
-aceording to that law, he ought to die because he has 





claimed to be the Son of God.” (John 19:7) 
Jesus was mocked and brutally beaten. “And the sol- 
diers wove a crown of thorns and put it on his head, 


and they dressed him in a purple robe. They kept 


coming up to him, saying, ‘Hail, King of the Jews: 
and striking him on the face.” John 19:2-3) 


Ses Bs Hl dies with » these oaae words: “Tes IS finished.’ 





~ mend my spirit” (Lul 2) 


ae scene is a haunting Image 
The art of painting pee often depicted with Jesus 
ate ance 
Frequent? used In churches: si ae. cr iged This os ‘on 
like this scene os ea “froma church in Granads 
from amen’ = iven Spain (opposite), preseni: 
Italy, where Jesus |S 9 Jesus at rest, surrounded 


crown of thorns and e 
mapekee by His captors. The ee a. _ ag 
much-rendered crucifixion — on the cross | at last 


THE CRUCIFIXION | : 
The brutality of Jesus s crucifixion is undeniable. Cru- 
cifixion was intended to make an example of slaves and 
neurrectionists to prevent others from even thinking 
about rebelling against the authorities. [hats w ovat the 
victims were left hanging on their crosses, someuines 
for days at a time, in places where their agony would 
be witnessed by as many people as possible. 

Before his crucifixion, Jesus was beaten with 
whips—in a process known as “scourging.” [his pun- 
ishment was extremely brutal because of the specially 
designed whips that typically consisted of multuple 
strands, each tipped or studded with something hard 
and sharp like metal, sheep bones, glass, or rocks. Bib- 
lical scholars suggest that in Jesus's case, the scourg- 
ing was intended to accellerate Jesus's death. 


THE CRY FROM THE CROSS . 

Jesus's final words from the cross demonstrate his 
humanity in a very striking way. Yes—he healed the 
sick, fed the hungry and performed miracles witnessed 
by many. But the emotion and pain he expresses just 
before his death shows that he is both divine and 


human. Mark describes it this way: “At three 0’ clock 


Jesus cried out with a loud voice, ‘Blot, Eloi, lema sabie- 
thant?’ which means, ‘My. God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?” (Mark 15: 34) Almost immediately 


afterward, Mark reports, “Then Jesus gave a loud cry 
(Mark: 15: 37) According to. 


and breathed his last.” 
Luke, Jesus also says: “ ‘Father, i into. your hands I com- 
23:46). In the book of John, 
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~ Jes s$ body, wrapped in a “clean finan cloth” : Oat 
<a thew), is placed in a tomb “hewn out of the rock” 
eS oy (Mark) not far from the site of the crucifixion. A large 
ER _ Fock is rolled in front of the entrance. Mary Magdelene 
and the other women who witness the agony and death 

of Jesus are present for His burial in the tomb. 

_ According to the Gospels, the crucifixion of Jesus 
took place on a Friday, meaning that the women could 
not return to the tomb to properly anoint Jesus’s body 
with oils and perfumes until Sunday morning—that 

would have been prohibited on Saturday, the Sabbath. 
_ When they return to the tomb on that Sunday, they 
are stunned by what they find: The stone has been 

rolled away from the entrance and the body is gone. 
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“When the sabbath was over, Mary Magda- 
lene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome 
bought spices, so that they might go and anoint 
him. And very early on the first day of the week, 
when the sun had risen, they went to the tomb. 
They had been saying to one another, ‘Who will 
roll away the stone for us from the entrance to 
the tomb?’ When they looked up, they saw that 

the stone, which was very large, had already been 
rolled back. As they entered the tomb, they saw 
a young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on 
the right side; and they were alarmed. But he said 
to them, ‘Do not be alarmed: you are looking for 
Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has been 





raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they 


laid him. But go, tell his disciples and Peter that | Just outside Jerusalem's 
Old City walls is the Garden. 
Tomb. Believed to be the 

_ place where Jesus Was - 


| buried, the area has loomed 


= into § a 1 garden where Yatton: 
-t0) the Holy Land can come 
: eo bear witness and reflect 
on their faith and connection — 
to Jesus Christ. | 


he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will 

see him, just as he told you.’ So they went out and 

fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had 

~~ seized them; and they said nothing to anyone for 
* Ee were aie aid. ¥ we 16: ee 
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One of Christianity’s His body was anointed 


holiest sites. the lavishly and buried. The church 
decorated Church of the also contains the Rock of 
Holy Sepulchre, is honored Calvary and, in between its 


aS Containing Golgotha. the (wo sides, the very hole in 
site of Jesus's Crucifixion, as which the cross of Christ is 
well as the very spot where Said to have been secured. 


sense of the of God within them, and their connection 
to a spiritual reality that is the source of their faith. For 
Christians, God’s presence in the world was expressed 
in the man Jesus. Do they believe this because, in the 
words of the children’s song, “the Bible tells me so”? 
No, most Christians believe because they know in 
their hearts and souls. 

As Christians gather for holiday services, we are 
a diverse group. We are black and white, rich and 
poor, male and female, young and old, gathered from 
every corner of the globe. The ways in which we 
understand Jesus and His message are vary widely, 
expressed many conflicting « theological positions 
and liturgical expressions. Catholics do not wor- 
ship in the same way as Presbyterians, who do not 
worship in the same way as Episcopalians, who do 
not worship in the same way as those in the Greek 
Orthodox tradition. But on Easter morning, this 
Christian family shouts in one voice: Jesus Christ is 
risen! The cross is not the final answer. In worship 
services everywhere, Christians sing the words of the 


beloved eighteenth-century hymn: 


Jesus Christ is risen today, AHeluia! 
Our triumphant holy day, Alleluia! 
Who did once, upon the cross, Alleluia! 


Suffer to redeem our loss, Alleluia! 


Hymns of praise th en let us sing, Alleluia! 

Unto Christ, our heavenly Kin 2, Alteluial 

Who endured the cross and grave, Alleluia! 
Sinners to redeem and save. baetiiiaial 


For people nf faith shite ihaly morning simply con- | 
Brat their own. experience. We know ‘that Jesus Li ives. 
s . we feel Ri in our r hearts. ‘ 
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d of Eilowers, but soon it grew into a mighty 
Te e that would extend to the four corners of the 
g nh 1 and influence the culture and faith of millions. 
ie 1 the beginning, there was persecution, there 
were lartyrs, there was fierce opposition from the 
ET . authorities, both religious and political. 
Mi y died for their religious beliefs, but this hardy 
ws with its roots firmly planted in the hearts of 
es believers, could not be ee ee Paul, 









oP ie ied to know ashing among you except seeath us 
Chi : St, : inc dh him crucified.” Paul’s message of God's 
love expressed acon gh the death and resurrection 
0 Jesus spre: id with astoni ishing quickn ess and soon 
the Ge tile world was as receptive to the Christian 
gets ig sage eas the land where Jesus. Was FC born. 

| Through the succeeding centuries, the Christian 
church grew in myria js t oh no one could have 
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me CRISTIAN FAITH, LIKE THE MUSTARD 


LES OF JESUS, BEGAN FROM 


_A TINY SEED, FROM A SMALL BUT DEVOTED 


foreseen in the beginning. By the end of the fourth 
century, this tiny Jewish sect centered in Palestine 
had become Christianity with a capital C, an imperial 
religion and the only one tolerated and deemed 
“legal” by the Roman Empire. Today, of course, even 
the boundaries of the ancient Roman Empire cannot 
begin to define the scope of Christian influence. Latin 
America, Asia, and Africa all experienced periods 
of explosive growth in their Christian populations 
and all today include thriving and vibrant Christian 
communities. The faith is alive and well all 
the globe. 

Christianity and its many offshoots has, of course, 
hardly been perfect in the many years since its 
incepuon, but it has often been very much a positive 
force nonetheless, displaying just the sort of love, 
compassion, and forgiveness that was central to the | 


Over 


| message of Jesus. In the United States alone, church 


people and the institutions they represented played aS 


a critical role in me: abolitionist and | civil rights 
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movements, as well as the so-called “social gospel” 
that demanded action on behalf of the less fortunate 
among us. Quite frequently the churches have taken 
such action themselves whenever they have had the 
means and the resources to do so, feeding, clothing, 
and finding housing for people in desperate need. 
Today’s mainline Christian j institutions are associated 
with numerous causes that powerfully reflect the 
message of Jesus. 

Of course, far more than any particular institutional 
expression, Christianity is about the people who 
participate in it and the men and women who commit 
their lives to leading it. And while the clergy have 
come in for some legitimate criticism in recent years, 
the overwhelming majority of its members are people 
of tremendous dedication, who, like the disciples of 
old, give their lives to their faith, eschewing material 
gain and the marks of status that go along with worldly 
success. They are present for their flocks in every 
imaginable circumstance: birth and death: marriage 
and divorce; triumph and tragedy. The le egacy of Jesus 
can be seen in their service every single day. 

That legacy can be seen too in the millions of 
Christian faithful who sit in the pews before them and 
strive to conduct their lives with integrity because they 
believe that the man they follow calls them to do so. In 


many ways, small and large, in communities all over the | 
world, this hearty band reaches out to those in need, to. 
neighbors far and wide, in ways that are consistent with 
embodied it more than 3 2, 
resonate, calling: us” to. 


the intense connection they feel to the Christ they have 


come to worship. They take with great seriousness the 
y, welcome the | 
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_ prescriptions of Jesus to feec 
stranger, 
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B ENDURING 


IL AND FALLIBLE 
THO POSSESS IT... 


it to me.” With lit: 





one of the least of these, you did 
fanfare, acknowledging Jesus’s disdain for ostentation. 
they do what they believe is right. They are, without 3 
doubt, an overwhelming force for good. 

Finally, for them, for all of us who believe, more 
than any scholarly analysis, more than any argument 
about “the facts,” there is faith, steadfast and enduring, 
mediated, as all experience must be, through the frail 
and fallible human beings who possess it, Interpreted 
and understood in a diverse range of ways through the 
centuries, but rooted in the hearts of the faithful throu gh 
an encounter with the divine. And for Christians in 
particular—at least for those who take the man Jesus 
with any seriousness—that faith js accompanied by a 
belief in love, radical and all- -encompassing, as the most 
fundamental principle that binds us all, one to another, 


and to an ever-forgiving God. We hope that this work 
will enhance such believers’ appreciation of the man — 
whose name is so frequently on our lips and perhaps 


Suggest ways in which we might keep. the 
worship as the Christ more conson 
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